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'GENERAL INFORMATION SERIES: Teaching English Pronunciation to Speakers of
. Black Tai (Tai Dam)

\
Introdﬁctioq,

Pecple learning to speak a foreign language make "mistakes" in pronunciation

D116493

which can nearly always be accounted for as carry-overs from +their native

: languages- no two languages have the same sound systems, or phonologies, and
the features of»tge phonology of one's first language tend to be carried over.
into one's pfonﬁnéiation of the second. This is why there is an easily:recog-
nizable difference between, say, a French "accent" and a Gefman "accenf" in
English; the French "accent" consists of features of the phonology of French
‘carrled over into the Frenchman's pronunciation of English, and the German
"geecent” consists of features of the phonology of German carried over into the
German's pronunciation of English. Foreigd\vaccents", if they do not hamper
commnication, are interesting and quite pleasant -- consider, for exaﬁple,
Maurice Chevalier or Sophia Loren -- but if they hamper commrunication they can
be a real handicap.
Teachers of English to forelgners must therefore see to it that their students
learn to pronounce English well enough that they can be readily and immediately
understood. At first glance, this might seem an impossible job, especially if
the students have already learned some-English but do not pronounce it well.

It is possible, however, to focus on particular pronunciation problems, and t&

deal with these problems one at a time, so that eventually the student's

pronunciation as a whole is improved.

/
As we mentioned before, pronunciation difficulties are almost always directly

correlated with differences in the phonologies of the native language and the
language to be learned. By comparing the languages,,the teacher can predict

preciseiy those sounds that the student will find difficult, and can then direct




his efforts towards teaching those in a methodical way, rather tnan'attempting
to deal with the student's pronunciation as a whole. It is not necessary to
speék the student's language to compare it with English; simply knowing thét,
for example, the student's language does not have b's at the ends of words is
sufficient for the teacher»tp predict that the student will have trouble

pronouncing the b in words like tub, drab, or Bob.

‘The purpose of this.bulletin is to point oﬁt the differences between Black Tai
and English which‘will cause difficulties for the Black Tai-speaking students
of English, and to outline the most effective ways of helping the student over-
come these difficulties. The speakers}of Black Tai call themselves and their

language tai dam. We will use the niore widely known designation, Rlack Tai.

Contrasting Black Taivand English

In comparing the phonologies of Black Tai and English, we are concerned with
three groups of sounds: first, those which occur in similar patterns in both
languages; second, those whlch occur in English but not in Black Ta1° and third,

. those sounds which occur in both 1aqguages but -pattern dlfferently (Sounds
which occur in Black Tai, but not in English, are irrelevant to the Black Tai=-
speaking learner of Fnglish, although of course they are very relevant to the
English-speaking learner of Black Tai!)

The reader is cautioned here that we aré talking about sounds, and not letters
of the alphabet. While some Black Tai spelling systems represent a certain
sound with the letters EE,'for example, that sound is not the same as the
sounds that are spelled in English as th. To avoid confusion, we will, when
necessary, give examples of the sounds we are dealing with, e.g. "th.as in

'either'". : 4

1. Sounds which occur in similar patterns in both languages.

These are sounds with which the Black Tai-speaking learner will have no dirficuity.
He will use his counterpar. Black Tai sound, which will be either exactly like

the English sound, or close enough to Le readily understood. The following
English soundé fall into this category:
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n
n

as in 'men'

as in 'no'

ng as in 'song' (note that _T_I_E is not a sequence of sounds, but a single

t as
p as
k as
- Y as
h as

a as

as

as

& 18 18

as

00 as

oh as

au as

|5 |

as

—

in
in
in
in
in

in

in
in
in
in
in
in

in

sound, in both Black Tai and English)
'time'
'Ret'
'cake’
'Xes !
'P_OW'

'bat’ (although some speakers of Black Tai may make this sound with
their mouth more closed than speakers of English do, so that
it may sound closer to e as in 'bet'):

"beet
'play’

'above'

"boot'

"boat'

'cggght'

'father'’ N

R

i as in 'bright'

ow as in 'how'

oy as in 'b_gi'

2. Sounds which occur in English but not in Black Tai.

These are sounds which will give the Black Tai-speaking learner of English the

most trouble. He will mistake them for the closest Black Tai or English equi-

valent and proncunce them accordingly, so he must be directly taught to distin-

guish them from other sounds, then to pronounce them ;Sroperly. These sounds

are listed below, together with the English sounds they may be confused with:

Sound : - May be confused with:
th as in 'ether' t as in 'toad' or g as in 'see’
th as in 'either' d as in 'dog' (or z as in 'zero' for some speakers)
& as in 'gay' k as in 'king'
J as in 'gin' ch ag in 'chin'
z as in 'gzero' * s as in 'sin'




Sound: May be confused with:
zh as in 'pleasure' 8 as in 'sin' (or z as in 'zero' for some speakers)
. ras in 'red' - 1 as in 'lead' or w as in 'window'
i as in 'bit'’ as in 'beet’

e as in 'bet’ as in 'bait'

18 1& 13
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oo as in 'becok!

as in 'bggt’ or uh as in 'above'

3. Sounds which pattern differently in Black Tai and English.

The . sounds of'Black Tai and English, like the sounds in all other languages,
occur in patterns: some sounds occur in clusters, others don't, some occur
initially (at the beginnings of words), others occur only finally (at the ends
of words), and so on. As might be expected, the sound pattefns of Black Tail
and English are often different; this means, émong other things, tﬁat there |
"are sounds which occur in both languages, but which pattern differently.
Unless the Black Tai learner of English.is“%gaght the English patterns for
these sounds, he will transfer the Black Téi patterns onto his English, with

often un-understandable results.

- One area in which the consonants of Black Tai and English pattern differently
is in their occurrence in final position. Relatively few consonants occur in
final position in Black Tai. All the English consonants except h, howéver, do
occur finally. Some of these will, for a variety of reasons, cause no major
problems (1like final -b); others will. The consonants which occur finally in
English but not Black Tai are listed below, along with the sounds they may be

confused with. ,(Remember that these sounds are problematic in final position

only.)
English final consonants Likely to be confused with:
=b as in 'dab' ‘ -p K
-d as in 'bad' ’ -t
-f as in 'laugh' _ -p
-v as in 'love' . b or -p
-8 as in 'bass’ - =gh 'push'
o - - r —_— —_— )
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English final consonants ' Likely to be confused with:
-sh as in 'rush' -s
-ch as in 'much' : -sh 'push' or -s
-1l as in 'pill’ . -n 'pin’ v

<

Another problem of patterning exists with words which start with t- and k- in
English, like kind, tail, and so on. Some Black Tai initial t's and all initial
k's are unaspirated (and.the Black Tai speaker will un-aspirate initial p, also,{
when he learns to pronounce it), whereas English initial t's and k's are aspirated;
in other words, thg;Englishﬁinitial t- or k- is pronounced with a slight puff of
air following ifrzwhich you can feel if you hold the back of your hand up to your
mouth and say kind, tall, or just t or k). In Black Tai t- or k- in initial posi-
tion is pronounced without the puff of air. (English has unaspirated p, t, and Xk,
but not in initial position.) To American ears, initial unaspirated t sounds like
d, and unaspirated initial k sounds like g, so it is necessary to teach the Black

Tai speaker learring English to aspirate his initial p's, t's and k's'in English.

Take heart: these patterns problems are far, far easier to correct than they

are to read about.

-

Black Tai has no consonant clusters (i.e. sequences of consonants in words).
English, ou the other hand, does -~ initially in words ('Eggy', 'try', 'cry’,
'please', 'clean', 'strike', thread', and so on), medially ('basket', cluster',

'padly', footnote', 'unlike', and so on), and finally ('thQ" 'sixth', 'sent',
'length', 'vowels', and.so on). This difference in patterning results in the
Black Tai-speaking student’s having difficulty pronouncing consonants in
sequence, over and above the difficulties he might have in pronouncing the
consonants by themselves. Since there are so many consonant clusters in English,
this is probably the most immediately noticeable difficulty Black Tai-speaking
learners of English will have. They will try to "break up" a consonant cluster
by inserting a vowel between the consonants (saying, for example, "suhtop" for
"gtop", etc.), or simply by dropping the second or third consonant (saying, for

example, "tol" for "told", etc.)

Pinal consonant clusters invblve.grammatical problems in addition tb phono~-

logical ones. The English plural ('book - books'), possessive ('John - John's'),

s
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third person singular ('I bite - he bites'), and the past tense ('talk -

talkeg') are all formed by adding s, 2z, t or 4 to the ends of words, thereby
creating final consonant clusters. The speaker.of Black Tai learning English
wiil have difficulty with the consonant clusters because Black Tai does not
have clusters, and he will thereby have difficulty remembering to put the
plural, past tense, third person singular or possessive endings onto the words.
This means that his English teacher must pay special attention to the following

final clusters:

-bd as in 'rubbed’ -gz as in 'bags’ -pt as in 'rapped'’

-gd as in 'tugged' - =vz as in 'loves' -kt as in 'packed’
-vd as in 'loved'’ -thz as in 'breathes'’ -ft as in .'laughed’
-thd as in 'breathed’ -mz as in 'frames' | -tht as in 'frothed’
-zd as in 'buzzed' -nz as in 'bans’ -st as in 'passed'
‘—jg as in 'judged' -ngz as in 'bangs' —-cht as in 'watched'
-md as in 'bombed' -1z as in 'bills’ - -ps as in 'raps'’
-nd as in>'banned' -rz as in 'bars'’ -ts as in 'bats’
-ngd as in 'banged'’ -1d as in 'boiled' -ks as in 'books'
-bz as iﬁ 'rubs’ "~ -rd as in 'barred'’ -fs as in 'staffs"

-ths as in 'baths'

Intonation

Black Tai, like Chinese, is a tone language: every word has associated with
it a particular "tone of voice"; if a speaker does not pronounce the correct
tone for a word, he either mispronounces the word, or pronounces another word

entirely. English has\ﬁtones", too (called intonation patterns), but they

are associated with whole sentenees, and not with single words. (The difference
in meaning between the sentence "He's a doctor.” -and the question "He's a
doctor?" is carried solely by the different intonation patterns.) Black Tai
speakers who are students of English must be taught to associate tones with
sentences, and net words, and they must’be taught the important intonation
patterns directly; the most commonly-dccurring of these are:

Sentence-intonation: "He's a doctor." (Heavy stress on doctor;

voice pitch goes down at the end of the sentence.)
Yes-no question intonation:' "Ts he a doctor?" (Heavy stress on doctor;

voice pitch goes up at the end of the sentence.)

Pt
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Wh- guestion intonation: "What does he do?"- (Heavy stress on do;

voice pitch goes down at the end of the sentence.)

There are, of course, intonation patterns associated with sentences in Black
Tai, but not enough is' known about them and their interaction with the Black
Tai tones. At any rate, the speaker of Black Tai learning English must be

taught to focus on gsertence intonation in English, or he will confuse himself

looking for tones that aren't there.
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How to teach English pronunciation

It will undoubtedly have occurred to you that the differences between Black
Tai and English gre congiderable. They are, as languages go, about as dif-

- ferent phonologically as they can get, and teaching the pronun01at10n of one

to a speaker oﬁ/fhe other is no mean feat.
As an American teacher of a Black Tai-speaking student, however, you have

several factors worklng in your favor.

The primary advantage that you have is that your student is highly motivated

to learn English. Not only is the 1anguage’hecessary to him for day-to-day
existence, buf he is also pressured, as we all are, by the need to conform, and
conforming means speaking English This motivation will keep the student going
long after he -- and you —J have become exhausted on other grounds, and in rare
cases w1ll be sufficient for him to learn English without any formal tralnlng

at all.

A second advantage is that the stﬁdent is surrounded by accﬁratel&—pronounced
English. (we are not talking here of 'correct' in the graﬁﬁér—book sense; we
are saying that all American speakers of English pronoﬁnce English vowels
properly, and so on.) Every time the speaker of Black;Tai turns on the radio
or television in his house, or buys a shirt, or gets on a bus, he is bombarded

with perfect examples of the language.

Another advantage you have ig that you are, by definition, a native speaker for
your student to imitate. Whether you speak Texas English or California English
or New York Ehglish or Illinois English, you are a native speaker of English;
if yoﬁr student winds up speaking exactly like you do, he will sound like a

native speaker too -- which is your pie-in-the-sky goal in the first place.

Yet another advantage you have is that your student will more than likely have
had some exposure —- either formal or informal -- to other languages, and might
very well have learmned to pronounce many‘ofkthe sounds which were presented
above as problem sounds. If your student knows some French, for example, he
will -not have so mﬁch trouble with initial consonant clusters and final

11
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consonants, because he will have had to tackle them in legrning French.
(Sometimes other factors besides previous exposure to language works for you;
you never know, for example, what sounds your student made as a toddler, adding

sound effects to his toys!)

Even not being able to speak Black Tal is—a factor which can operate in ycur
favor. 7You will find that very, very quickly -~ within the first fifteen
minutes of your first class with your stndent ~- you can establish by gesgtures

encugh vocabulary (1isten, repeat, all togéthér, and so on) to carry-you -

through until your student can understand more complicated instructions in
English;;so you are not really handicapped by the inability.to give your
studenté explanations in Black Tai. On the other hand, your student. has to
use ﬁnglish with you —- he can't slip back into Black Tai when the going gets
roughf;— and this serves as additional motivation for him to learn.

With so many factors operating to your advantage, teachlng pronunclatlon 1s by

no means the formldable job it appears to be

Teaching problem sounds

We mentioned earlier that the problem sounds are those which do not occur irn

Black Tai, or which pattern differently in Black Tai and English. The way to

‘teach these sounds is to tackle them one by oné. first teaching the student to

distinguish them aurally from phonetically similar sounds, then teachirig him

how to pronounce them.

Saj, for example, that you want to work on the & sound as in get, a sound
which does not exist in Black Tai and'therefofe will be difficult for the
student. According to the list on page 3, g is likely fb_be confused with k.
The first thing you do is make sure the student has the problem: ask him to

pronounce the following words after you:

cot éoat clodk dicker

got goat clog . digger

*

(These words are minimal pairs, which are pairs of words which differ in one

=3
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coat starts with the k sound, and goat starts with a g sound.) If your

. fore has to be taught the contrast between-k and g.

learn how to pronounce g. If you Haven't had training in phoneties, you can

‘rely here on getting the student to imitate your pronunciation of g as closely -

=12~

sound only: the only difference between coat and goat, for example, is that

stuient pronounces these the same (saying coat - coat in response to your

coat - EOdt), he pmobably cannot hear the difference between them, and there-

You caun teach your student to recognlze the k - g contrast in a number of ways.
One way is to make up a set of flash-card pictures for several of the minimal
pairs (a picture of, say, a coat, and one of a goat) hold up the coat plc-
ture and say coat, hold up the goat picture,and say goat, etc.; ‘then hold up
the coat picture and say goat, indicating that it's wrong, and so on. Another

e

way is.to proi’i&mce ‘such pairs as coat - goat, coat - coat, goat - goat,

goat - coat\ and have your stude: .s judge 'the words as same or different.
Anything you can dream up in the way of games utilizing the k - g contrast --
adaptations of Simon Says, or Scissors-Paper-Rock, for example -- will do just
fine. 4
Do not, however, utilize the differences in' spelling at this stage. The
student's most immediate need is to understand and produce spoken English, so
he must be taught to rely on his ears and tongue ,alone. It is a good idea to
establish the English sound system first, and then introduce the alphabet».

(If your studént gtudied English in Vietnam or Laos, he will undoubtedly be
able to read much, much better than he can speak; you will almost have to take

pen01l and paper away from him to get him to concentrate on llstenlng and

speaking.)

Oﬁce your student can hear the difference between k and g, he is ready to

as possible. (In fact, even if you have had training in phoneties, you rely

oﬁ imitation') 'You should be fussy here, and make sure the student sounds

exactly like you before “you go on to thée next step. Ask him to repeat after

you several words with g; your 1lst shoul‘d include words in which g is initial,

medlal or fingl with different vowels, e1g.. \

|
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' game - got bag bargain
guide \‘"-hgun brogue boggle
gear dog league bogus ' N
get . beg | hug haggle \
é-oat , big ‘bagel eager ‘
(Ycu.r, gtudent. will bprobably not be able to pronounce some of the other sounds
in the word correctly; let these go for the moment, and concentrate on his
pronunciation of g) | . . /
When he can pronounce these g's, you can ‘go on to teach him to'contrast k dnd
g (You /inight have to work on his pronunciation of initial k before ybu work
on the k ~ g contrast; proceed as for g. .) Ask him to repeat after you the
m1n1ma.1 palrs you started out with, and make sure he makes a contrast between
the k's and g's. /
The final s’ep is to contrast k and g in sentences like‘&
I saw the goat.
I saw the coat. . -
The dog is wet. }
The dock is wet.
i
Treat all the problem sounds the same wé.y as described for g, working first
through the single sounds wh‘ich don't oééu.r in English. Then work on the
sounds which paftern diffegﬂéqp‘ly in }g.lack Tai and English; proceed ag for I3
but work only on the occu:r:r'enc\és of the sounds that cause problems. (It is
not nefzessary, for example, to work on initial g, but very necessary to work }
on final s.) After that, work on sounds in clusters.
Prégaration /
: /‘I‘eacher preparatlon for pronu/ncmtlon legsons is largely a matter of thlnkmg
up minlmal pairs for the sound or sounds to Le taught. A rhymlng dlctlonary .
/Ls helpful here, as well as a regular dictionary. In addition, there are ~
numerous books on teachlng ﬂngllsh pronunciation; they invariably, include llsts ™~
of minimal pairs, as well as information on articulatory phonetics for those
interested. B 4' 14 . /




Classes

The size of your classes will, of course, vary with your circumstances, but
the maximum number for really effICIGnt, effective teaching of pronunciation
is about flfteen students. To save time, a fair amount of pronunclatlon drill
should be conéucted chorally, 1.e:, with the class responding in unison; if
clagses are kept small, it is possible for the teacher to spot mistakes made
by individual students during choral drills. It is also possible, if classes
are small, for the teacher to check the performance of individual students, in
turn, throughout the class period; if the class is large, however, he cannot
do this without losing his students' interest. ’

\
It should be vointed out that learning pronunciation is very hard physical
work, and that the student will tire long before the teacher;vespecieiiy in
very small classes or tutoring s1tuat10ns. It should alsc be pointed out that
.while the material might not be very interesting to the teacher, the student
will by no means share his boredom; even the student who has had years of
English in his schools at home will be very weak in oral and aural skills, and

therefore in great need of pronunciation practice.

Student progress

Do not extect the student, once he has been taught, say, Yo pronoﬁnée g
correctly, to ever after pronounce g correctly; he w111 need to be réminded
agaln and agein, and even then w1ll glip when he is t1red distracted, or
concentrating more on what he is saying than how he is saying it. The habits
of his native 1anguege are deeply ingrained, and it takes weeks of practice to

establish other habits counter to them.

As_the student's ‘teacher, you will get 'used to his pronunciation, and be able
to understand him better and better as time goes~en. You will have a natural -
tendency to think that it's his promunciation that's improving, and not your
understanding. To counteract this, check, frem time to tgme, on his ability
to be understood by people who don't know him. :




How to adapt existing ESL materials

In éeneral, you are well off using established ESL texts like those put out by
the majof publishers to teach pronunciation to speakers of Black Tdi. These
texts are carefully planhed; they are written by specialists; they are tested
" in real teaching situations; they are widely available and usually relatively
ihexpensive; and there is such a wide range of them that it is possible to A
choose a text which su}ts your students' needs exactly. (Look in the preface
of a book for an explénation of the age and English ability of the students
the book is aimed at.) Most important, most of these texts have Teachers'

Manuals which are invaluable to the inexperienced ESL teacher.

Nearl& all of the estab;ished texts are designed so that they can be used
effectively regardless.of the native language of the student. They accomplish
this by déaling directly with all the possible problem areas of English, with
the understanding that the teacher will go guickly over-those lessons the
students find easy, and concentrate on those lessons the students find hard.
Adopting one of these texts for BiaoE‘Tai-speaking étudents is simply a matter
of going through the lessons, identifying those which deal with problem areas
for Black Tai soeakers, and ampli{ying them with additional material if neces-—
sary. Using the earlier charts, for example, you would go'throogh the pronhn—
ciation material in the text you are using, marking those lessons whioh deal
with the pronunciation of g, the th's, and so on. You know beforehand that
these are the lessons you will have to spend lots of time on, so you plan class
time accordingly. Also make sure that the exercises in the book are extensive

enough; check, for example, to see that there are exercises in which final 1t
| and finél -d are contrasted, as you know from the charts that these sounds are
probiematic in final position.
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If you feel that the exeroxées in the book aren't thorough enough, work up (or
acqulre from other sources) additional omes. If there are‘Po exercises on the
contrast between final -t and final -d, for example, e1the? make up a list of

minimal pasirs like tat - tad, spite - spled, etc., or use ‘the minimal palrs

" given in a book like Pronunciation Contrasts in Engllsh.//Then, use these

Iy

minimal pairs to form additional exercises.
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It's a good idea to go at least once over all the pronunciation materials in
the book, even if some of them deal with non-problem areas. First, the
material in these texts is carefully organized so that pronunciation materials
are coordinated with grammar; often, then, the pronunciation exercises drill
the grammar as well. Also, both you and your students will find it encouraging
to work on something easy, for a change. Aud, there are times when students
will stumble like mad over a contrast they aren't supposed to have dffficulty
with; running quickly througb a particular pronunciation exercise, ther, can

also act as insurance against missing unexpected difficulties.
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